Southern Business Review
Volume 36

Issue 2

Article 6

June 2011

Creating an Awareness and Understanding of Business and
Cultural Environments Through the Integration of Classic
Literature and Film into Traditional Course Work
Bob Kimball
University of West Florida

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/sbr
Part of the Business Commons, and the Education Commons

Recommended Citation
Kimball, Bob (2011) "Creating an Awareness and Understanding of Business and Cultural Environments
Through the Integration of Classic Literature and Film into Traditional Course Work," Southern Business
Review: Vol. 36 : Iss. 2 , Article 6.
Available at: https://digitalcommons.georgiasouthern.edu/sbr/vol36/iss2/6

This article is brought to you for free and open access by the Journals at Digital Commons@Georgia Southern. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Southern Business Review by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons@Georgia Southern. For more information, please contact digitalcommons@georgiasouthern.edu.

Creating an Awareness and
Understanding of Business and
Cultural Environments Through the
Integration of Classic Literature and Film
into Traditional Course Work
Bob Kimball
A consensus among
business educators is
course work must move
beyond merely teaching
students the skills of
conducting specific
functions. It must also
address professional
relationships and effective
communication in
accomplishing results with
peers and through
subordinates in an
organization. Generally,
educators rely on traditional
textbooks and related
materials to teach basic
business skills and employ
a wide variety of approaches
to enhance the classroom
experience as described in
numerous articles found in
the business education
literature. Such
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enhancements to traditional
coursework are becoming of
even greater importance as
educators engage a new
generation of students,
presenting an opportunity to
transform the educational
experience in a manner that
directly addresses the needs
of this new generation.
This article describes an
innovative approach for
going beyond teaching
traditional management
skills, designed to increase
students’ awareness of
themselves and the
environment in which they
live and will work. The
objective of this approach is
to help students appreciate
the technological and
cultural influences that
have shaped their
perceptions and lifestyles,
and to manage those
influences as enlightened
individuals. The article
describes a course in sales
management, but this
approach would be
appropriate in numerous
courses in the area of
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management and
interpersonal
communication.

Contemporary Course
Work Enhancements
The literature is replete
with examples such as
Bennis and O’Toole (2005)
about how business schools
have fallen short in
preparing students, with
descriptions such as
Tsurumi (2005) of the
consequence of
dysfunctional American
corporations. In recent
years, educators have
responded to these
criticisms by moving beyond
relying solely on textbooks
and functional skills. Many
have instituted case studies
to demonstrate applications
of general principles and
concepts, as described by
Hoag, Brickley, and Cowley
(2001). Others, including
Kalliath and Laiken (2006)
have helped students
appreciate the need to work
together to achieve shared
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objectives by employing
team-based projects. Collins
and Kearins (2007)
enhanced the learning of
negotiation through a
simulated classroom
exercise, an approach
creatively utilized by Joshi,
Davis, Kathuria, and
Weidner (2005), who
simulated the situation of a
midwinter plane crash in
Minnesota to create a teambased approach to problem
solving. Casile and Wheeler
(2005) added an artistic
component to a business
simulation, having students
create and market
sentences using Magnetic
Poetry.
Auster and Wylie (2006)
addressed the need to
complement content-based
lectures to create learning
environments that engage,
inspire, and motivate
students to learn. Such an
environment was described
by Weick (2007), who urged
educators to move beyond
traditional left-brain tools
based on logic and
rationality to embrace
intuition, feelings, stories,
and improvisation. Along
these lines, Trocchia,
Swanson, and Orlitzky
(2007) identified values
which influence choices to
help students achieve a
better understanding of
their own values. As an
application of that concept,
Chavez and Poirier (2007)
sought to help students
become culturally intelligent
and appreciate diversity.
O’Connor and Yballe (2007)
employed a classroom
exercise to bring light to the
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multiple dimensions of
nature: physical, social,
individual, and spiritual.
Several educators have
enhanced coursework
through alternative
mediums. Boggs and
Holtom (2007) employed
interactive drama to expand
the experiences of
traditional role play
exercises. Kimball (2007)
used contemporary
literature to help build
personal skills and an
ethical foundation, an
approach also utilized by
Short and Ketchen (2005) in
applying Aesop’s fables to
the principles of
management. Similarly,
Comer and Holbrook (2005)
used Dr. Seuss to illustrate
management concepts and
good citizenship. Finally,
Bumpus (2005) employed
motion pictures to generate
an appreciation of diversity.

New Generational
Challenges
All of the educators cited
have contributed to their
profession with innovative
approaches that go beyond
skills-based functions,
enhancements that have
been beneficial to students
and their future employers.
And now, cultural and
technological shifts present
an opportunity to employ
such enhancements in a
manner that will be even
more valuable. Today’s
students, the first wave of
the Millennials, think and
communicate very
differently than their
classroom counterparts of
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just a few years ago,
presenting educators with
new challenges and
possibilities.
Millennials, as described
by Winograd and Hais
(2008), are the generation
born between 1982 and
2003. Critical to defining
them is their
communication technology,
a unique feature of their
lifestyle. In constant contact
with each other through cell
phones and texting, and
viewing the world through
YouTube, they represent a
fundamental shift from their
Gen X predecessors, those
born between 1964 and
1981. One of the most
significant examples of this
change in communication
patterns is the evolution of
social networking sites,
particularly Facebook,
detailed by Boyd and Ellison
(2007). Gualtieri (2008)
described the implications
of this phenomenon: how its
adherents had come to view
friendship in a more
superficial context than in
preceding generations. A
more serious potential
consequence of social
networking, noted by
Debatin et al (2009), was
the lack of privacy.
Specifically, Wynn (2010)
pointed out implications of
social networking vis-à-vis
professional standards in
current and future
occupations, including
impacts from what potential
employers uncover upon
checking out employment
candidates. Additionally, as
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described by Keen (2007),
their perceptions and
viewpoints lack a foundation
of legitimacy. Wikipedia is
as authoritative as the
Encyclopedia Britannica, a
random blog perceived as
factual as the New York
Times. Business educators
now face the challenge of
enhancing the classroom
experience by helping this
generation understand how
they have been conditioned
and to help them become
critical-thinking individuals.

The Innovative
Approach
This innovative
approach to teaching sales
management enhances
coursework content with the
inclusion of contemporary
business books, classic
literature, and film. Two of
the contemporary business
books, Customers for Life by
Carl Sewell (2002) and
Winning by Jack Welch
(2005) represent a basic,
traditional enhancement,
designed to provide
students with a practitioner
perspective in the
applications of course
concepts, providing realworld examples of effective
management and the
creation of a positive
organizational culture.
Similarly, one of the works
of contemporary literature,
The Caine Mutiny by
Herman Wouk (1951),
illustrates the concepts of
management style and
effective leadership in an
organization. Its intense and
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vivid portrayal of
management styles provides
graphic illustrations of
effective and ineffective
leadership. Wouk presents
what Nicol (2007) described
as a typical hierarchal
organization in which all
thinking is done at the top,
illustrating a point noted by
Gephart (2002) that in such
an organization loyalty to
the manager, right or wrong,
is paramount. As an early
suggestion for recent
coursework enhancements
and innovations, McCurdy
(1973) proposed a far larger
role for fiction than its
traditional place in the
curriculum, specifically
citing The Caine Mutiny as a
demonstration of principles
of management, particularly
issues of morale and
leadership.
The issues addressed by
the innovative component of
the course are described in
the third business book
employed within the course,
The Cult of the Amateur by
Andrew Keen (2007), which
provides students objective
facts about the nature of
their Millennial culture and
the need to confront its
impact on thinking and
perceptions. Implications of
that culture and its
attendant lifestyle are
illustrated in graphic detail
through the inclusion of two
works of classic literature,
Brave New World by Aldous
Huxley (1932) and
Fahrenheit 451 by Ray
Bradbury (1953). These
books create vivid images of
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modern culture’s impact on
the nature of the individual
as a purpose-driven,
critical-thinking entity. Both
books illustrate a society of
persons with no unique
identity but thoroughly
satiated by constant
pleasurable audio, visual,
and sexual stimulation, a
familiar state for many
Millennials. Bradbury builds
on Huxley’s basic concepts
with the inclusion of the role
of television and the media
in nurturing a generation
that is brain-dead and
comfortably numb. Finally,
the course visually
communicates these themes
by showing the movie
Network (1976), prescient in
its portrayal of television
programming, particularly
network news, as a vehicle
for imposition of the society
envisioned, and feared, by
Huxley and Bradbury.
Literary scholars have
described how the works of
Huxley and Bradbury
provide enlightenment
about the nature of
contemporary society and
its inevitable impact on the
business environment.
Neuhaus (2001) described
societal changes in the
forms of conditioning and
therapeutically-induced
well-being, elaborated upon
by Derbyshire (2007) in
citing Huxley’s soma as a
vehicle to relieve psychic
discomfort. In the area of
interpersonal
communication, Bugeja
(2008) described the social
void inherent in the “brave
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new media world” of hightechnology-mediated rather
than face-to-face
communication, with the
resultant constant
distraction at the expense of
critical thinking and
interpersonal intelligence.
Beauchamp (2006)
credited Brave New World as
prophesying more
accurately than any other
work the age of Viagra,
Botox, and The Bachelorette.
Specifically, Byfield (2002)
noted the breakup of the
core family and shared
value systems, a theme
elaborated upon by Lohnes,
Wilber, and Kinzer (2008),
who viewed today’s
generation of youth as one
that viewed life and its
recreational pastimes from a
very different perspective
than that of previous
generations. Kass (2001)
asked whether we would
become slaves of
unregulated innovation or
free human beings who
guide our powers toward
enhancement of human
dignity, an issue further
explored by Woiak (2007),
who pointed out, as Huxley
had come to understand
later in life, that science
could not reveal ultimate
reality, solve all the world’s
problems, or lead the
individual to personal
fulfillment.
Bradbury’s Fahrenheit
451 (1953) builds upon
many of Huxley’s themes,
presenting them within the
context of a mediadominated culture. Noting a
culture similar to Brave New
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World, Oleck (2007)
described Fahrenheit 451 as
a futuristic society, coming
to fruition today, in which
the media is in the process
of destroying literature as it
keeps its citizens
comfortably ignorant, a
concept more recently
documented by Poster
(2010), confirming
McGiveron’s (1996)
characterization of mass
exploitation. Booth (2009)
concluded that the
actualization of these events
had resulted in a loss of
individual thinking and
integrity. Along these lines,
Hoskinson (1995) noted
Bradbury’s concern in the
1950s about McCarthy-era
issues in which the
government attempted to
silence individuals who were
“potentially disloyal”, a
concern that re-surfaced
many times over the years
in characterizing persons
critical of the government.
Specifically, Price (2004)
criticized McCarthy-like
tactics in science, and
Jackson and Cordes (2011)
noted their application to
attempt to prevent airing of
politically sensitive ideas in
congressional hearings.
Several business
educators have noted the
relevance of Huxley and
Bradbury’s themes for the
contemporary classroom.
Trout (2001) described the
educational use of
Fahrenheit 451 as a vehicle
to warn students of the
potential triumph of
mindlessness. And Eller
(1998) expressed the need
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for a person to get outside
the technological cocoon
and to internalize the
concepts of books such as
Fahrenheit 451 to become
an individual not subject to
the repressive conformity of
the masses as described
there and in Brave New
World.
After reading Brave New
World and Fahrenheit 451,
students view the movie
Network (1976), which
expands upon many of the
books’ themes in its
portrayal of a future media
culture, employing the
visual medium with which
most students are more
familiar than with literature.
Barthel (1976) interviewed
the film’s creator, Paddy
Chayefsky, who discussed
his portrayal of a future in
which television had become
the only “truth” people
knew. Twenty years later,
Bianculli (1996) described
Chayefsky as prescient in
portraying what had
emerged as Fox News and
how, as Ned Beatty’s
character proclaimed: “We
no longer live in a world of
nations and ideologies. The
world is a business”, in
which the media’s job is to
entertain and amuse, not
enlighten and inform. More
recently, Hulse (2006)
proclaimed “Network is even
more relevant today, with
the broadcast media
hopelessly compromised by
commercial considerations,
than it was in 1976”. This
dominance of television by
the commercial
entertainment
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companies—Disney,
Viacom, News Corp, NBC,
and Time Warner—had been
solidly in place by the turn
of the century, as
documented by Jessell
(2000). Students are forced
to confront the reality that
they have been so easily
conditioned, exactly as
predicted so long ago. Such
an awakening is designed to
help them appreciate the
benefits of being an
informed, critical-thinking
individual, a characteristic
that will serve them well as
our graduates.

Implementation and
Integration
The implementation of
this innovative approach is
conducted concomitant with
presentation of traditional
course work content. During
the first phase, Weeks 1
through 7 of a 14-week
semester, students learn the
basics of planning,
organizing, and staffing,
including personal
management style, hiring,
and delegation. This
includes learning the role of
the manager as a facilitator
with a management identity
who achieves results by
empowering employees. In
this first 7 weeks, students
read Keen, Huxley, and
Bradbury, gaining insight
into the implications of
contemporary culture.
During the hiring segment,
lectures address the issue of
screening potential
employees, especially in less
formal settings, to inquire
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about professional
associations, hobbies,
favorite television programs,
and recent books read as a
vehicle for eliminating
candidates whose free time
is spent solely in mindless
audio/visual stimulation.
The subtlety is not lost upon
students who realize that
potential employers will be
asking just such questions
of them. A primary objective
of this segment of the
course is to help students
become aware of the extent
to which these negatives
describe them personally, a
first step in understanding
how they themselves have
been conditioned.
The second phase of the
course, Weeks 8 through
14, builds them up,
focusing on the principles of
effective leadership and
creating a positive
organizational culture. This
includes motivating
employees by integrating
personal goals with
organization goals. As in the
first phase, traditional
materials on leadership,
objective performance
evaluation, and goal setting
are presented in parallel
with related readings by
Wouk, Sewell, and Welch.
Particularly in the latter
weeks of the course,
traditional and innovative
concepts are integrated
through intense class
discussions. Students are
encouraged to elaborate on
the positive aspects of their
peer culture and
communication styles and
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the negative aspects of
traditional management and
organizational systems.
Addressing points raised in
the readings and film,
students are then invited to
acknowledge some potential
negative implications of
their culture and
communication styles. The
objective is that by the end
of the course, students will
have gained insights into
actions that can enhance
their personal and
professional lives, now and
in the future.
On exams, traditional
coursework material is
integrated with examples
and illustrations from the
books and movie. Lectures
and handouts cover the
functional components of
effective management,
leadership, and organizational cultures. On exams,
students cite these
components, supplementing
them with specific examples
from readings and the film.
Thus, the traditional
concepts are enhanced with
direct applications and
meaning.

Reactions to this
Approach
There has been a very
positive reaction to this
approach. Although the
inclusion of literature and
contemporary business
books demands a greater
time commitment by
students. enrollment in the
sales management course
has increased significantly
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and exam performance has
actually improved since its
implementation. Personal
comments and student
evaluations confirm that
they have become more
aware of contemporary
culture and its implications
for managers in
organizations, as well as for
them personally. Perhaps
most important of all, many
of them have discovered the
value and enjoyment of
reading, and its value in
helping them become
critical-thinking individuals.

Course Work
Development and
Research
Opportunities
This article described
supplements to a sales
management course,
dealing with issues related
to contemporary culture,
effective management in
organizations, and
leadership. But this
approach could readily be
applied to a wide variety of
courses, with educators
identifying readings and film
that enhance the impact of
traditional coursework
materials applicable to other
courses in business, communication, and fine arts.
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